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INTERSECTIONS OF GENDER,
CASTE AND CLASS

Agenda building in the Indian
women'’s movement

Marigala Subramaniam and Preethi Krishnan

The. Indian wornen’s movement. that was active during the freedom movement
priot to 1947 has become particalarly visible: since the 1970s. Scholdrs.and activists
have documented a variety of dspects of thie miovemerit: historical trajectory, urban-
based women's gmui:_s. impacts of opportunities. that arose after the 1970s, t_lie-_ rise
of caste-based activism, and concerns over:the rise of the religions right, particularly
since the 1980s (Kumar 1993 Sarkar and Butalia 1995; Phadke et al. 2011; Onivedt
1993). The 19905 and eardy twénty-first century ‘have seen debates around. the
Women’s Reservation Bill (for quotas in state legislatures and national partiament),
discussions -on reproductive and sexual rights; including alternate sexualities, and
an dncreasing attempt to use ‘culture’ as the grounds for policing women’s sexuality.
) .'Dcspitc:-.t_l'u: pm.g_ress mide by the Indian women-% movement, women living
in nio'dern-..l ndia__s__till.-co_lfrcmt-mﬁny' issues of inequality, disc_rimi_n_atitm and social
exclusion. India’s._--pat_riarchal' culture has. made the process. of gaining_ cqu:ilit-y
within the family, economic_ or land-ownership rights, access to- education, and
leadership positions within the government-and in the private sector challenging.
In the past two decades, there has also-eincrged 2 disturbing trend of sex-sclective
abostion inthe name of honour, security or econemic burden. For Indian women’s
activists, these injustices aré worth challenging, However, critics of thé movement
point. to its em_phasis on privileged wornien and the neglect of the needs and rep-
reséntation of poor Dalit women (Rege 1998; Rege et al. 2013; Kannabitan -;ihd
Kannabiran-1997). ' '

Over 200 million Dalits live in India (Government of India Cenisus 2011). Most
Dalits live in extreme poverty, without land or opportunities for better employment
or education (Human Rights Watch 1999; Méndelsohn 1998; Mendelsohn- and
Vicziany 1994). With the exception of 'a minority who have benefited from. India’s
_1:!01icy of reserivation or ‘quotas”in education and'.-government’ jobs, many Dalits are
relegated to the most menial tasks and may even be trapped.in bonded labonr-as
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they struggle to’pay off debts to upper-caste creditors (Human Rights Watch 1999;
O'Neill _2(}&)3)_.'-Although-.poor Dalit women: are said to be at the receivinig end of
the ‘triple oppression’ of gender, caste and cliss, Dalit women’s groups have chal-
lenged gendér and caste: discrimination by demanding basic needs such as housing.

Initersectionality — intersections of gender, caste and class— is at the centre of con-
sidering women’s lives and miovenent activity seeking social change for womern,’
Dalit women’s historical experiences from the: perspective of caste, econoniic class,
politics and p'at'r'iarc_}ial angles, aimed towirds transformation in work, wages and
family life, have béen examinied by scholars {e.g., Gutu 1995: Guru-2016; Rege
1998; 2006; Omvedt 1993; Kannabiran and Kannabiran 1997; Subranianiam 2006;
Kumat 2008). In addition, Dalit-queer intersectionality has received the attention
-of scholars (ct: Baudh 2013, 2017; Shankar and Gupta 2017) buit a-deeper nvesti-
gatioﬁ of this topic is'beyond the scope of this chapter. However, most analyses of
‘the movement overlook: the parallel Dalit movement and tend to treat. the Indian
wornien’s ‘movement as pursly the national movement Sccurring primarily in cit-
{es. among the more educated with some exceptions (Ray 1998; Roy 2015; Gupta
2016; Iyer 2016; Roychowdhury 2013; for exceptions see Govinda 2013; Dutta'and
Sircar 2013). In this chapter, we situate the dynamics-of the movement by focusing®
on caste, particularly the rise of Dalit feminiém aind the, Dalit standpoint, and the:
recognition by scholafs of the need for-deepening the debate on intersectionality
for building solidarities. '

Agenda building: gender, caste and class

Social movement scholars conceptualize political opportunities and conistraints as
key to understanding the micro-level dynamics in propelling movements forward.
orin diminishing their propensity to seck change (Tarrow 1994). Attempts by social
‘movement scholars to undetstand the overlaps and alignments between MOVEments
‘and institutionalized party politics include both the emergence of political parties
‘from n'iovemcnt-groﬁps and the C(reation of womien’y groups affiliated to political
parties {Chandra 2004; Ray 1998).

We suggest considéring movement activity as the setting up or building of an
agenda in pursuit-of a s_pétifi‘c‘: form of political action. Agenda seiting is the iden-
tification of social problems for. inclusionyin public and governmerital agendas that
focus predorninantly on formal political power:Agenda building involves consistent
efforts to influence the. interpretaton and prioritization of social problems as injus-
tices and challenge the to seek change.” While ggenda-s'ctting.ais built around for-
mal political gain; agenda building is about. orgahized action: for change. Therefore,
mobilization of specific groups of people can serve different purposes, depending
on whether their focus is on ag:_:‘nd’a'sétt_ing_-or agenda building. Our. emphasts. in
this chapter is on agenda building because. we consider it key to challenging social
injustice. . '

Movement activity in the form of agenda building is necessary to ensure that
the agenda-setting process includes concerns of intersectional issucs of gender, caste
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and dlass. For instance, concerted effort by the women’s movernencenabled shaping
the -agenda-building process in ways that-compelied the state to interpret harass-
‘ment for dowiy as a gendercd crime within families rathér.than as a gender-neatral
soctal evil (Agnes:1992; Subramaniam and Krishnan 2016). Whether the agenda
building process of the Indian women’s movement has been successful in including
intersectional issues of casté and -class in the ‘agenda=setting process necds careful
analysis.

Some, such as Hill (2008) and Kumar (2006, 2008), argue for considering the
forms and processes of gender and caste: 1ncquahtv that are operative for the capi-
talist systent of exploitation, which uses formal education o reproduce patterns of
social and economic inequalities: Rather than emphasizing the striggles specifi-
«cally for the rights of Dalits, 2 Marxist approach and analysis for political struggle
foreground class relations ‘without considering concerns. based on caste. In. fact,
Kumar (”008} observes that one of the most frequently debated issues in: the Indian
context is the marginalization of class and the emphasis of caste as the key form: of
social difference.

The decade of the' 1920s satv the emergence ofthe Dalit movemnent as an organ-
ized force: The Dalit leader B, R. Ambedkar (1891-1956). aimed for. the libeta-
tion -of untouchables and added the ﬁ&ht against capitalism. to:the fight against
Brihthanism. In the 1930s, Ambedkar organized peasants and sworkers under his
Indépendence Labor Party (ILP). Anibedkar was the chairman of the Constitution
Drafting. Committee at the time of indépéndence in- 1947 and was the architect of
TIndia’s affirmative action programme {the reservation policy with quotas for Dalits).
Ambedkar was.a swong critic of the Indian National Cengress and sought allies
among independent nori-Brahmans and peasant forces in the states of Maharashra,
Tainil Nadu and Bihar (Omvedt 1993). In the post-war pertod of the 19405, several
educated young: women joined the peasant movement (Kumar 1993; Forbes 1996).

During the post—mdcpcndemc period {i.e., post-1947), three major devel-
opments related to Dalit drganizing are importan{ to note for the purposes.of
this chapter. The first is the fractionation of the major political party, the Indian
National Congress, that laid the foundation. for the ihclusion of caste-based intér-
ésts in formal party politics. Non-Brahman leaders soughr to create 2 base of Dalits
by forming organizations-such as the Dalic Panthers (DP} in the Western state of
Mihirashtra and in Tamil Nadu, the Dalic Sangharsh Samic (DSS) i the southcrn
state of Karnataka, and the Dalit Panthiérs (DP) i Tamil Nadu, which Jater évolved
into the Viduthalai Chiruthaigal Katcht (VCK) political party: The second major
development is the rise of Dalit Jeadiers, such. as Kanshi Ram, who formed the
Bahujan-Samaj Party (BSP). The emergence of BSP as 2 formidable political party
coincided with the rise of ' Dalit- woman, Mayawati, s its leader, who was elected
as the chief minister of India’s largest state, Uttar Pradesh (UP).

The third development is the rise of the __Daﬁt women s moverment in the postc—
1980s, the key focus of this chapter; it added a hew dimession to: caste. politics
and focused on agenda bmldlng to address concerns. of gender, caste and class. The
inclusion -of Dalit women’s voices in political processes, whether in formdl party
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politics or.in social movements, pushes organizations to attend to intersections of
caste; class and gender in. their agenda (Rege 1998). This idea ‘was central to the
“concept ‘of Dalit feminism that emerged in the 1980s, 4 periad that was 'm'afked-hy
the newly visible considerations of caste identity as well as debatés about the role of
caste in social transformation (Kothari 1994).

Agenda building in grass-roots mobilization

Giass-roots organizations -of Dalit women have taken the form of local move-
ments, hational-level federations, non-governmental -organizations (NGOs) and
impromptu action, Even within niovements — the broader Dalit miovement or
womens movenzent —they have had to/struggle to make their voices.heard, Grass—
roots -orgarizations of Dalits, such.as the DSS; focused on injustice and discrimina-
tion. against Dialits and challénged caste-based priviléges. In Karnataka. the DSS
spread its activitics throughout the state, covering a Wwide range of issues and draw-
ing inspiration from a range of availible anti-caste writing (see Zelliot 2001; Manasa’
2000). In recent yeats, it has launched many struggles, including pressurizing the
government-to-distribute latid to landless Dalits, release bonded labourets-and ban
the nude parade.of Dalit women before the goddess Yellima. in Shimoga {Manasa
2000). However, the leadership structures of these organizations continued to be
male-dominated (Deshamane 1996), The: emergence of Dalit women’s activism is
therefore important to.trace.

There is.no single’ point in time or place marked: ‘start’ for the Dalit woimen'’s
movement. Dalit-women were involved in the peasant movement and saw a vision
of India that pron{ised social and economic justice for men and women and the
rich and poor. Among these are the Tebhaga movernent in Bengal (eastern India)
and the Telangina movement in Andhra Pradesh (southérn: India). The move-

-ments bronght substantial gainsto the-;peasantr-y-.-_Dufihg the 1976s, Dalit women in
towns in Maharashtra state formed an organization and cd:i'te_d 2 monthly magazine
(Omvede 1993), These attempts were shore-lived and thie Dalic niovement did not
show any support for the independent ofganizing of Dalit women (Onivedt 1993).
“Yet, the 19805 saw an increasing consideration of the Dalit woman’s cause, Litera-
ture and \&rr_it_ing.-xvcrt:_ at the centre of such consideration int spite of the -.class‘-_bi‘as
of who has the access.and poiver 1o write (via:education).

By the'late 1980s, there was renewed organizing among Dalit‘and other back-
ward caste women and much of this was localized. For instance, Ruth Manorama,
a Dalit Christian from Bangalore involved in organizing slum dwellers, began to
speak of the ‘triply oppressed’, focusing on Brahmanism as a'major facter in‘wom-
en’s oppression while including gender as 4 -critical catégory of analysis (Omveédt
'1996).The early 1990s saw the formation of autonomous Dalit women's organiza~
tions ar both national and sub=national levels, Such.an assertion raised:crucial theo-
retical and political challenges. besides underlining the Brahmanism of the fominist
movément and the patriarchal practices of Dalit pelitics (Rege 1998); The initial
debates about the emergence of autonomous Dalit women’s organizations came
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to rest but with little ‘revisioning. of feminist 'pdlitics’ (Rege 1998: WS39). This
then led to consideration of possible multiple/plural feminist standpoints. That is
to'say, the separate assertion by Dalit women's organizations came o ‘be accepted:
a$ onie’ mote statidpoint, and within such a framework of “difference’, issues-of caste
become:the sole responsibility of Dalit women’s ‘organizations,

The Dalit feminist standpoirit acknowledges the significance of the experience:
of gppression and resistance among Dalit women acquiring 1 perspective against
an tinjisst order but it does not celebrate oppressive traditions merely ‘because they
are practised by ‘the oppressed. By divecting atteption to. the cultural and material
dimensions of the interface between gender and.caste, the foeus-ofa Dalit feminist
standpoint is squarely placed on;social relations, which examines oppressions based
.on différencé. Such a view points.t6 the failure of upper-caste women, to critically
and systematically interrogate their situation. of advantage. The structural and indi-
vidual dimensions-of caste are often-invisible' from privileged positions and require
a ‘conscious’ effort to problematize the -complexiy constituted social locations that
‘women occupy (Ambewadikar 2016). Thus, Dalit wormen have spohen out-about
theif traumatic. expetiences while theotizing their pain; 4nd anger in their autobio-
graphical writings.

The growing literature -on Dalit women. emerged in response to the emphasis
of upper-caste experiences in. literature, written mainly by those frem the upper
caste (Subramaniam 2006). Dalit women’s writing, such as T} The Prisons We Broke: by
Baby Kamble, Sangati by Bama and The Weave of My Life: A. Dalit Wiian’s Memoirs
by Urniila Pawvar, brotight attention not only to Brahmanical hegeriiony but also to
‘patriarchal domination, while keeping alive the tradition of self-assertion in Dalic
movements. The books published in:the 1980s and aﬁ:er contributed to the grow-
ing momentum of the Dalit womerts movement in later yéars (Rege 2006} They
included poetry, short:stories, autobiographies and essays (Zelliot 2001). Such w rit-
ings have, on the one hand, served as documentation of the activism and; on the
other hand, as the founidation for organizing for specific interests.

As noted earlier, in the 1990s several independent and autonomeis Dalit wom-
‘en’s organizations were established. The National Federation.of Dalit Wonen {NFDW)
wis formed in’ New' Delhi 101995, the All Tndia Dalit Vomen’s Forim was formed
in 1996, and an organization of Dilit Christiani women. was established in 1997.
"The NFDW — an zutonomous, seciilar, democratic organization of Dalit women
111 India — has evolved out of a process that began in 1987, when the firit national-
level meeting of Dalit women took-place in Bangalore under the auspices of the
Chiristian Dalit Liberation Movement. At the end of that meeting, there was a strong
feeling that Dalit women need to organize. themselies in-order to address their
special needs and problems Uoseph 1995).

The NEDW founding convention was attended by over 300 Dalit wonen. from
across the country, Among the many items. considered at the convention was the
devadasi system, inchiding the eradication of the system and uplifting those women -
and children already trapped in the system. The NFDW, 2 membership-based
organization, set up a. national task force with Ruth Manoramia as the. convener.
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The task force planned o hold regional meetingsand mobilize more Dalit wornen
into"the process of tesisting oppression and. dcknowledging théir. identity as Dalit
wornen with dignity (Joseph 1995). Such organizing differed from the process
adopted hy other Dalit leaders, such as Ambedkar and Kanshi Ram,'in that: the
Dalic women’s movemeént aimed at social power and Jjustice rather thun formal
political ‘powsr. Similar 16 the Indian women’s movement, the NFDW sees ‘the
State ds réSpo‘risible for granting rights and developing ways for bringing change for
lower-caste-women.

At the grass-roots level, Dalit women have struggled to break deeply‘entrenched
socidl hierarchies. In instances siuch as in Bundelkhand {Uttar Pmdesh) collec-
tives -of Dalit women declined to follow the practice of taking off their footwear
before passing by the houses of the upper castes {(Majuiidar 2016).. Ay ‘members of.
self-help groups (SHG), these wonten were miade aware of their rights along with.
Information. about government ‘policies. It was at.one of the SHG meetings that
the ‘bleeding foot of a member led to.a. discussion of the ‘piracticeand cventuallv-
the collective resistance (Majumdai 2016). Local grass-roots ‘dtganizing is further
strengtheiied by regional and nitiorial activities led by Dalit women and activists.
Who. facilitate the creation of rietworks. Such organizing was-distinct from the work
of NGOs, whicl are often vulnerable to co-optation by resource providers. In addi-
tion, organizing and creanng networks allow for c:ha_ll::_ngl_ng issues suéh as violence
faced by Dalit wonien.

Whilé the Dalit nioverent acknowledges the oppression of women in general,
it is important to note that Dalit women face violence which is 3p:.c1ﬁc tO caste.
Accordmg to the National Crime Records Bureau, four Dalit women: are raped
every day in Indla At the same time; violence against Dalit womien, such as assaults
and rape, is used to séttle caste scores, leaving the women with no say in such mat~
ters. Yet poor, illiterate Dalit women in rural areas have collectively resisted violence
(Subramaniam 2006). The first Dalit Women's Solidarity Conferénce held in Ban-
-gal_oré {capital city of Karnataka) in 2001 served:as a forum for dialogue specifically
:about violence against Dalits and theJack of protest of such violence by upper-caste
women (Zelliot 2001). -

Organized action. against caste-gender-related violénce has been a nujor issue
addressed by organizations such as.Siree Shakti Sanghatanir, based in thie-southern city
of Hyderabad in the state of Andhra Pridesh (Kannabiran and Kannabiran 1997).
Simiilar otganized .action is-also visible in rural areas. Con‘uder for instance, the.
protests and campaigns agamst untouchability ind-vislence against Dalit women by
the sanghas ‘organized though the Makiia Sarriakliya Kainataka (MSK) programime
in the southern state of Karnatakd (Subramaniam 2006). These sangha women have
also actively sought representation in Tocal, village-level governance institations
{Subramaniam 2006).

Forceful action in Northern India.be’g:in in 2012 when 22 gang rapes. of Dalit
women oOcetirred in Haryana (a few months before the now well-known case
of Nirbhaya). Eight to ten activists, such as Asha Kot_\yal, the general secretary of
All India Dalit Mahila Adhikar Manch (AIDMAM). tiavelled across some districts
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of Haryana and met with the survivors. Around 2014, AIDMAM enabled Dalit
women to organize and resist the culture of violence. Led by Dalit women, many
who are slirvivors of violence, the AIDMAM challenges geider-based viglence that
is rooted in caste {Chitnis 2015), Dalit women's-activists travelled. across somie of -
‘the Northern I_ndi_:an states as part of '_the.Dal'ifWO_m_cn’s Self~-RespectYatra ('margh)
to documnient the many cases of violerice against Dalit womeén and build.solidarity,
Kotwal describes the process:as being difficult. AUYMAM ofganized workshops on
legal monitoringand understanding the law:as well-as o human rights instruments;
It also focused: oni digital security, direct action and even self-defence trainings,
These- feminist groups also highlight how gender justice is not possible withort
considering the intersections of gender and caste. with class,

Intersections of class vuth_ gender and caste are evident in the increasing appro-
priation of land and expausion of precarious labour, especially in-the context of glo-
balization (llaiah 2009; Guru 2016}. Appropriation of land in the neo-Jiberal x4 has
also resulted in a form: of accumulation that is rationalized. 'through individualized
compensations (Guru 201 6) Such individualization of systemic crises has led to the
fragmentation of people’s shared experience of exploitation and 2 weakening. class
consciousness (Gurn 2016}, Women's dependénce ‘on agricultural work as land-
less’ labourers oftén éxacerbates théir marginalization. Further, the demand for lind
reforms, particularly for women, has been relegated to the background. (Haiah 2003),
In addition to facing the triple oppression of gender; caste and class, political action
Ey Dalitwomen is dimi_ni'shed further _by their exclusion from civil society orgamza-
tions. However, under sonié conditions — econémi¢ aitoriomy from the dominant-
class, external support from class-conscious social movement organizations, and sup-
portive political configurations-at the local level — Dalit women have t:ngaged__ in
collective action to- demand implementation of socidl protections and land reforms
to mitigate their conditions of nnpoverlshmcnt (Pattenden. 2011; Illiah 2003).

In more-recent years, Dalit assertion is-also visible in-college campuses where
Dalit men and women have brought atténtion to institutional discrimination against.
Dalits in higher education (Teltumbde 2017; Dasgupta 7016) Ambedkar associations
have emerged as a formidable force on college campuses, challeniging'theé traditional
student parties of both the right and the left. The rise of these parties was evident in
the recent anti-caste-uprising on college campuses, especially after the, unfortunate
death of a Dalit student leader, Rohith Veriula, Dalit protésts led by college-educated
men -and women have brought new life to how caste and:gender are"discussed.in
the literature. Dalit women.occupy a significant space. online; through blogs such-as
Savari and, Rowurid Table India, where they bring attention to issues of caste and gender
in urban spaces-and particulatly in higher education. These women. have been able.
to éngage in new ways of agenida building through the online medium..

Conclusion
"While the rapidly changing political dnd econoinic scenacio of the 19%Us intro-
duced an element of urgency and confusion, the women’ movement has not
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shown signs of flagging but challenges remaiu, Despite efforts to mobilize at the
grass-roots; to document experiences through literature, and to seek formal politi-
cal power, Dalit women's experiences have remained at the.matgins f both the
Dalic movemént anid the autonomons women’s movement. The later has over-
looked concerns of poverty (i.e., class) and caste. In Indla an mtersectlom} dgenda
for the women's movement must inchide the interests of rural, poot Dalit women.
The intersections of class anid caste shape' women’s experiences and therefore inte-
grating JJalit women's interests in-agenda building is essential. The moblhzatlon of
rurally based Dalix womnien through the Mahila Samakhya programme in Karnatika
is an example of focusing.on education by raising consciousiess throngh collective
organizing. Examining and understanding interséctional.life experiences are chal-
lenging. Therefore, initiatives such as that by Rege et al. to bring rogether schol-
arship that considers “caste and gender as entangled, but never- cusily equated .and
suggests a movement. beyond the, often assumed binaries of sameness/difference’
may be a step that activists cotild: continue to chart (2013: 35).

Through rheir agenda-building activides, Dalit women leaders have drawn
attention to-the intersections of caste, class and gender as critical for soctal change,
Given the Iimitations of the autonomous women'’s niovements, Dalit. partiés and
leftist-parties to include Dilit women's conceris; perhaps it is‘time for the autono-
mous women's movements, Dalit parties and lettlsr__p_ames 0o acl\no\\_r}edg_e. Dalit.
wotllen’s leadership as central to any struggle for sacial fustice. In contrase.to the rise
of a single female leader such ay Mayawati, who offeréd.symbolic eropowernient to
Dalit women vwithout transforming the agenda of BSP, it.is‘also critical that Dalit
women'’s Iéadership ° emerge and remain embedded in the grass-roots organizing
of Dalit women. We argue that such: mterlmkaﬁes between. Erass<roots moblllzmo‘
and leadership can enable a sustainable form of agenda’ buiilding that centre- -stages
intersectional concerns of gender, caste and ‘class. In contrast, through their agenda-
building activicies, Dalit women's leaders have dratvn attention to thc intersections
of caste and gender as critical for social change. In addition, starting from the 1980,
Dalit women have concertedly expressed their ldent:ry

The 19805 witnessed increasing awareness of the' caste-related existential reality
of Dalit worrien is the NFDW and other related. organizations expanded-opportuni-
‘ties for challenging injustices. The increasing visibility of Dalit women- through the
Dalit women’s movement and in the new knowledge-making processes (as teachers,
writers, poets) drew atterition to incidents of caste-related violence against- women.
By the late 19805, Dalit womeén had become keenly aware of the- urgency of assert-
ing their identity and rechiming their own space. Leaders of Dalit women’s groups
have conicentrated efforts at the Jocal, rural community level (e.g.. Manik) ‘as well
as at a regional, national. and urban Jevel (e.g.; Ruth Mariorama) to- challenge caite
and gender discrimination, While. grining political power has provided beth repre-
sentational and symbolic power to Dalits, Dalit parties have not succeeded in trans-
forming their agendas in ways that include the specific concertis of Dalit-women. In
contrast, through their agend;a.—build_ilig_'activit_iES,-.Dialit women léaders have drawn
-agtention to the intersections of class, caste and gender as critical for social change.
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Notes:

1 Although the origins of the caste system-are widely debated, it is widely acknowledged
that caste'is a systemn-of social stratification based .05 birth. Under-Atticles 341 and 342 of
the Indian Constitution, certain castes, specified by public notification, have been deemed
Scheduled. Castes (SC) and are still among the poorest sections of Indian sociéty, Outside
the'pale of the caste syster, the: SCs' experience varicus types of discrimination, ranging -
fom, physmal avoidance to exclusion from Hindu temples, They are ffom among the low-
est in the caste hxerarchy Other descriptive terms used to.refer to-thém até ‘untouchables’,

‘Harijasr’. (2. term.coined by Gandhi) and Dalits.
2 'We draw on-and extend on the-distinction made by Graber (1993).
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